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Yolmo language 


Yolmo (Hyolmo) or Helambu Sherpa, is a Tibeto-Burman language of the Hyolmo 
people of Nepal (ISO 639-3: scp, GlottoCode:® yolml234 (https://glottolog.org/resourc 
e/languoid/id/yolml234)). Yolmo is spoken predominantly in the Helambu and Melamchi 
valleys in northern Nuwakot District and northwestern Sindhupalchowk District. Dialects 
are also spoken by smaller populations in Lamjung District and Ilam District and also in 
Ramecchap District (where it is known as Syuba). It is very similar to Kyirong Tibetan ^ 
and less similar to Standard Tibetan and Sherpa.^ There are approximately 10,000 
Yolmo speakers,^ although some dialects have larger populations than others. 


Language name 


Yolmo is both the name of the language (glottonym), and the ethnic group of people wh o 
speak the language (eth nonym ). Yolmo is also written Hyolmo, Yholmo or Yohlmo. The 'h' 
in all of these spellings marks that the word has low tone j 7 Sometimes the language is 
referred to as Yolmo Tam, tarn is the Yolmo word for 'language'.® 

The language is also referred to as Helambu Sherpa. This usage was common in the 1970s (see, for example, Clarke's work from 
the early 1980s).^ This name appears to have been an attempt by Yolmo speakers to align themselves with the widely recognised 
and prosperous Sherpas of the Solu-Khumbu district. While there are many cultural affinities between the two groups, the Sherpa 
l anguage is not mutually intelligible with YolmoJ 5 ^ With a growing recognition of Nepal's ethnic minorities (lanajati), Yolmo 
people have moved away from associating themselves with the Sherpas in recent decades.! 10 1 
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Yolmo is part of the family of languages called Kyirong-KagateJ 11 ' The languages of this family are located along the Himalayan 
hills and mountains mostly on the Nepal side of the border, although Kyirong is in the Tibet Antonymous Region. Along with 
Yolmo, K yirong and Syuba , other languages in the family include Tsum, Nubri and Gyalsumdo. 


The language family is better considered be Kyirong-Yolmo/ 7 ! Yolmo has far more speakers (at least 10,000) than Kagate 
(Syuba) (1,500), Yolmo speakers are found in multiple districts, including Melamchi, Lamung and Ilam, while Kagate speakers 
are based in Ramechhap. Also, Kagate is an exonym, and speakers now prefer the endonym Syuba, which carries less pejorative 
stigma than the caste-associated term Kagate ('papermaker'). 

This is part of a larger cluster of Tibetic languages, which all have their roots in the language that was the basis for Classical 
Tibetan/ 12 ! 

History 


Yolmo speakers traditionally reside in the Helambu and Melamchi Valley regions in the Nuwakot and Sindhupalchowk districts 
of Nepal. Yolmo speakers migrated to the area, across the Himalaya, from the Kyriong, in what is now Southwest Tibet, over 300 
years ago/ 9 ! This migration appears to have occurred slowly over multiple generations, rather than one large migration event/ 13 ! 
Main villages where Yolmo speakers reside include Melamchi Ghyang, Tarke Ghyang, Nakote, Kangyul, Sermathang, 
Norbugoun, Timbu, and Kutumsang. 

Yolmo speakers are Buddhist, with the role of head Lama patrilineal.^ Yolmo Lamas are called upon to perform religious rituals 
for the Tamang- speaking communities that live in villages below the Yolmo-inhabited areas. This has created a strong socio¬ 
cultural link between the two groups that is reflected in traditional marriage practice where Tamang women marry into Yolmo 
villages/ 14 ! There is also a distinct local tradition of pdmbo (often referred to as 'shamanism' in the literature on this topic^ 10 !! 15 !). 
The pdmbo tradition, passed from father to son, is focused on healing, particularly with regard to 'soul loss'/ 10 ! This practice 
appears to be evolving fit with the modern focus on Buddhism among Yolmo people. For example, pdmbo blood sacrifices are no 
longer performed as commonly/ 16 ! While there are similarities, including a shared etymology, these local practitioners are not 
formally associated with the Bon of Tibet. 

Traditionally Yolmo people were yak herders and traders/ 17 They currently practice a combination of mixed agriculture 
involving livestock herding, hotel management, restaurants, and trading. Although outward migrants would often return to village 
life,! 18 ! speakers of Yolmo are increasing settling in Kathmandu, or moving overseas, which has an effect on transmission of the 
language as speakers move towards dominant languages of formal education such as Nepal and English/ 19 ! 

For more on the history of Yolmo speakers, see the Yolmo people page. 

Dialects 


There are a number of dialects of Yolmo, spread throughout Nepal, thanks to migration in recent centuries, including in 
Lamjung! 20 ! and Ham/ 21 ' There are also closely related languages that should be considered when discussing Yolmo, including 
Kagate (Syuba) and Langtang. Some of these varieties have been documented in more detail than others. Some of the dialects 
also have more mutual intelligibility, which means it is easier for the speakers to understand each other. Below is a list of 
established dialects, including what is known about each. 


Melamchi Valley Yolmo 


The variety of Yolmo documented by Anna Marie Hari is mostly spoken in the Melamchi 
Valley area. Hari documented the variety of Yolmo mostly spoken around the villages of 
Sermathang and Chhimi. Hari also encountered speakers from other areas in the 
Melamchi and Helambu valleys, and suggested there are two dialects across this area, 
mostly distinguished by vocabulary. The two dialects are the 'western' dialect, mostly in 
Nuwakot district and the 'eastern' dialect, which Hari’s work focuses on/ 5 ! While 
discussing these dialects Hari also observes that the variety spoken around Tarkeghyang is 
different again, suggesting there may be more than two dialects spoken in the area. 

Hari produced a Yolmo-Nepali-English dictionary of the language with Chhegu Lama/ 8 ! 
and a sketch grammar/ 5 ! Hari also translated the New Testament of the Bible into 
Yolmo/ 22 ! Original cassette recordings of her work have been digitised and archived with 
PARADISEC/ 23 ! Unless otherwise stated, all discussion of the grammar of Yolmo on this 
page is drawn from the work on Melamchi Valley Yolmo. 



Sermathang Village, Melamchi 
Valley, Nepal 






















Langtang 


Northwest of the Yolmo-speaking areas in the Langtang valley of the Rasuwa District are three villages that speak a language that 
is mutually intelligible with Yolmo." 24 ' This language also shares features with Kyirong and is likely part of a dialect continuum 
between Yolmo and Kyirong. 


Lamjung Yolmo 


Lamjung Yolmo is spoken by around 700 people in five villages of the Lamjung District 
of Nepal." 20 ' Yolmo speakers have been residing in this area for over a century.' 7 ' Gawne 
has written a sketch grammar" 20 ' and a Lamjung Yolmo-Nepali-English dictionary." 25 ' 
There is also a digital archive of Lamjung Yolmo recordings archived with 
PARADISEC." 26 ' 

llam Yolmo 

A dialect of Yolmo is reportedly spoken in the llam District of far east Nepal.' 21 There is 
very little documentation of this variety, but it is mutually intelligible with Syuba." 27 ' 
Recordings from the dialect are available as a subset of an online collection of Syuba 
materials archived with PARADISEC.' 28 ' 



Nayagaun, Lamjung, Nepal 





Syuba (Kagate) 

Although Syuba has a distinct name, and a separate ISO 639-3 code (SYW), linguistically 
it can be considered a dialect of Yolmo ," 27 ' Syuba speakers say their families migrated to 
the area more than a century ago." 27 ' Elari, who worked on both Yolmo" 5 ] and Syuba" 29 ] 
observes that "to quite a large extent they are mutually intelligible dialects"." 5 ' The lexical 
similarity between Syuba and Melamchi Valley Yolmo is at least 79%, with the similarity 
between Syuba and Lamjung Yolmo even higher (88%). There is a higher level of 
similarity between Yolmo and Syuba than there is between either of these languages and 
Kyirong." 4 ' This all suggests that the separated dialects may have more in common with 
each other than with the main dialect area." 30 ' In 2016 the Syuba community published a 
Syuba-Nepali-English dictionary." 31 ' 


A sketch grammar of 
Lamjung Yolmo 



Three open access collections of Syuba, MH1 (http://catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/ 
MH1) digitised from Monika Holig's 1970s recordings," 32 ' SUY1 (http://catalog.paradise 
c.org.au/collections/SUYl) documentation by Lauren Gawne (2009-2016)," 28 ' MTC1 (htt 
p://catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/MTCl) a 2013 BOLD documentation by the 
Mother Tongue Centre Nepal." 33 ' 


A-M.JO 

Gawne 2016 


Language vitality 


Using the Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (EGIDS), Ethnologue gives Yolmo a vitality rating of 6a 
'Vigorous', but does not cite a source for this claim." 34 ' The vitality of the language varies depending on the location. In the 
Melamchi Valley area the language is spoken mostly by older adults. The younger generations having largely shifted to Nepali, 
though the language is being maintained for religious practices." 5 ' The shift towards Nepali for younger speakers has also been 
observed in Lamjung, as this is the language used in schools." 35 ' The Syuba variety in Ramechhap is currently still spoken across 
all generations, including children. Mitchell & Eichentopf give it an EGIDS rating of 6a 'Vigorous', which is the likely reference 
for the Ethnologue rating." 34 '" 36 ' This is a recent survey with primary data presented, and is in concord with the first author's own 
observations of this community. There is insufficient data on the llam or Langtang variety to assess their vitality at this stage. 

Language contact 


All Yolmo speakers who I have met have been minimally bilingual in the national language Nepali. For older speakers Nepali 
was mostly used for interaction with people outside their community, and they may be less proficient, while younger speakers are 
likely to have attended school in Nepali and are proficient and, to some degree, literate. 






















While there is relatively little influence of Nepali on basic vocabulary (such as the Swadesh list below), Nepali words are 
commonly adopted into Yolmo. In Hari & Lama's dictionary of over 4000 entries there are over 200 entries marked with some 
kind of Nepali influence." 8 " The extent to which Nepali words have been reconfigured to Yolmo phonology has not been 
systematically studied. One observation is that Nepali verbs take a suffix -ti before any tense or aspect marking. This suffix is not 
voiced in any environment, unlike the perfective aspect marker -ti ." 20 " 

In the Helambu area Tamang women would marry into the villages, but they appeared to move to Yolmo-speaking when they 
married in" 14 " (although contact with Tamang may account for some features of Yolmo, such as the general fact evidential, 
below)." 37 " 

Individuals may also have other languages in their personal repertoire, through marriage to someone from a different language 
group, international work or engagement with tourists from different countries. English is increasingly common as a language of 
education. 

Orthography 


Hyolmo does not have a written tradition although there are attempts to develop an orthography based on Devanagari, the script 
used to write the national language N epali , as seen in the publication of two dictionaries.I 8 !! 25 ! Syuba speakers also settled on a 
Devanagari orthography for their dictionary.' 31 " All of these dictionaries also present the languages in Roman orthographies. 


Devanagari 

The modifications to Devanagari are minor, and are intended to ensure that all sounds in the language can be represented. None 
of the orthographies use the 'inherent schwa vowel’, meaning that a consonant without an overt vowel is not treated as having an 
implied vowel. Consonants remain the same as in the existing Devanagari tradition, with the use of joined digraphs to represent 
additional sounds in the language, such as the combination of cf? (k) and (y) for the palatal stop cRT ([c] 'kh'), ?T (s) and (y) for 
the palatal fricative W ([J] ’sh’), ? and ^ for the voiceless liquid ([r] 'rh'), and ef and ^ for the voiceless lateral ([1] 'lh') gf 

('hy')- 

Vowel length is unmarked in the Syuba dictionary, in the two Yolmo dictionaries the standard Devanagari length distinctions are 
made, with the addition of a small diacritic below the 'a' vowel ( T) to indicate a longer vowel. The Hari & Lama' 3 ' and 
Gawne" 23 " dictionaries both use T (h) after the vowel to mark low tone (e.g. STT fa 'pheasant'), while in (the Syuba orthography a 
visarga represents the low tone (21: fa ’pheasant’). High tone is left unmarked. 


Roman 

All three dictionaries also make use of variations on a Romanised orthography, although this does not appear to be used or 
preferred by Hyolmo speakers, and is intended for the English-literate audience of the dictionaries. Consonants predominantly 
take their form from the International Phonetic Alphabet, with some exception where there is a more common preference in 
English, such as digraphs for the palatal stops ([c] 'ky', [c h ] 'khy', [ j] 'gy') and non-superscript for aspiration (e.g. pha ’pig’). This 
is represented in the consonant chart in the Phonology section. 

The vowels in Hyolmo follow the International Phonetic Alphabet, except for [D] which uses 'o' for ease of typing. Long vowels 
are represented by double characters, e.g. [pi: ] 'two' is represented as pii, except in the Syuba dictionary" 31 " w |iere vowel length 
is not indicated in either the Devanagari or Roman scripts. For tone Hari" 5 "" 8 " uses a ’h' after the vowel to represent low tone, (e.g. 
toh 'stone') with high tone unmarked (e.g. to ’rice'), Gawne' 23 ' uses the International Phonetic Alphabet convention of using 
accents over the vowel to mark high and low tone (e.g. to ’rice’ and to 'stone'), while the Syuba dictionary uses a superscript L at 
the start of the syllable to mark low tone (e.g. L to 'stone') with high tone unmarked." 31 ! 

On this page the orthography mostly follows Hari’s transcription," 5 !" 8 ! as outlined in the phonology. Unlike Hari, representation of 
tone follows the International Phonetic Alphabet, with accents to mark high and low tone (e.g. to ’rice' and to 'stone' respectively). 
This avoids Hari's use of 'h' to represent both low tone and the sound [h]." 35 ! 

Grammatical overview 


The sections below contain an overview of the key features of the grammar of Hyolmo. Information is mostly drawn from Hari's 
grammar of the language," 5 ! supplemented by the Yohlmo-Nepali-English dictionary she co-wrote with Chhegu Lama." 8 " 
Differences between this variety and other documented dialects are indicated where relevant. Links to other related languages 
will also be made where relevant. 





All example sentences are presented with an interlinear gloss. This breaks down the words on a morpheme level, giving 
information about the meaning of each morpheme using a standard set of glossing abbreviations. All examples are cited back to 
the original publication they are drawn from. Some glossing has been regularised, or added where it was not included in the 
original. 

Phonology 

Consonants 

There are 36 consonants in Yolmo, which are summarized in the table below. The form is given in IPA and then to the right in 
brackets is given the form used in this article, if different.^ 



Labial 

Apico-Dental 

Lamino-post-alveolar 

Retroflex Palatal Velar Glottal 

Voiceless stop 

P 

t 


t c (ky) k 


Aspirated stop 

P h (Ph) 

t h (th) 


t h (th) c h (khy) k h (kh) 


Voiced stop 

b 

d 


d 

f (gy) 

g 


Voiceless fricative 


s 

e 




h 

Voiced fricative 


z 

z. 





Voiceless affricate 


ts 

te 





Aspirative affricate 


ts h (tsh) 

te h (teh) 





Voiced affricate 


dz 

dz, 





Nasal 

m 

n 



P 

n 


Voiceless liquid 


T (rh) 






Voiced liquid 


r 






Voiceless lateral 


1 (Ih) 






Voiced lateral 


1 






Semivowel 

w 




j (y) 




Not all consonants are equally frequent. In particular [h], [r] and [1] are not particularly frequent, nor are vowel-initial words. 

Vowels 

There are five places of articulation for vowels. There is a length distinction at each place of articulation. The form of each vowel 
is given in IPA and then to the right in brackets is given the form used in this article, if different. 



Front 

Mid 

Back 

High 

ii: (ii) 


u u: (uu) 

Mid 

e e: (ee) 


3 (o) o: (oo) 

Low 


a a: (aa) 



Below are some minimal pairs that demonstrate the vowel length distinction. The diacritic above the vowel is the tone marker, the 
acute accent indicates that all of these examples are high tone. This is explained in more detail in the section on tone. 

tei 'one' 
teii 'what' 
to ‘rice (cooked)' 
too 'be hungry' 

Vowel-length distinctions are not common across Tibetic language, but they are also attested in Syuba^ 9 (although Syuba 
speakers do not consider them salient enough to encode in the orthography^ 31 ^) and in Kyirong for open syllables.^ 38 -' 






Unlike many other Tibetic languages, including Kyirong, and Standard Tibetan, Yolmo does not have a front rounded [y]. This is 
true for all dialects of Yolmo documented to date, including Syuba. Langtang, however, does have this vowelJ 24 ! 


Tone 

Like other Tibetic languages, Yolmo has tone, which is located on the first vowel of a word J !9 ' Hari presents a four tone contrast 
of Melamchi Valley Yolmo; high level, high falling, low level and low falling. ^ Acoustic evidence from Lamjung Yolmo and 
Kagate indicates that there is only acoustic evidence for a contrast between two tones; low and highBelow are some 
examples of tone minimal pairs: 

pu 'body hair' 

pu ‘son’ 

komba ‘thirsty' 
komba ‘temple’ 

Low tone words can be marked with breathy voice, but this is not always the case. The practice of indicating low tone with a 'h' 
following the vowel in some orthographie s is related to this breathy property of low-tone vowels. The high tone, which uses 
modal voice, is left unmarked. 

Tone is predictable in some environments. It is always high following aspirated stops , aspirated affricates and voiceless liquids 
(which speakers treat as equivalent to aspirated). Examples of all of these include: 

phaa 'pig' 

thi 'ruler (for measuring)' 

ft haa 'blood' 

khya 'you, plural' 

kha 'mouth' 

tsha 'salt' 

tsha 'pair' 

rhflmu ’round' 

lha 'god' 

Tone is always low following voiced stops, voiced fricatives and voiced affricates. Examples of all of these include: 

bu 'insect' 
da 'arrow' 
cju 'grain' 
gyaa ’place’ 
guri 'cat' 
dzadl 'nutmeg' 
dzubu 'huge/much' 
za 'rainbow' 

^ee 'udder' 

On words with more than one syllable the tone is marked on the initial syllable. Subsequent syllables eventually level off. Tone 
on all words is influenced by prosody, and may become more or less neutralised in running speech J 4 °l 

The only prefixes in the language are the ne gato r prefixes ma- and me-. Both have low tone, however if the following root has 
high tone it will not change tone because of the preceding low suffix.^ 

There are no morpho-phonemic variations discussed for the language. The only related feature are a small set of verb minimal 
pairs where transitivity is distinguished by tone: 

lap 'to rise' 

lap 'to raise' 

tap 'to fall' 

tap 'to be scattered' 



rop 'to break' 

rop 'to break something’ 


Syllable structure 

Yolmo has the syllable structure (C)(C)V(C)J 20 ' This means that the minimum a syllable needs is a vowel. Syllables can also 
have up to two consonants before the vowel and one after the vowel. 


V 

do 'there' 

VC 

ur 'fly' 

cv 

pu 'son' 

cvc 

pup 'keep warm' 

ccv 

pru 'write' 

ccvc 

prul 'snake' 


All consonants and vowels can occur word-initial, with a restricted set able to occur in the second syllable. The set of syllable 
initial consonant clusters includes /pr, br, kr, py, phy, sw, kw, thw, rw/. 

All vowels can occur syllable-final, and final consonants include voiceless unaspirated bilabial Pol and velar stops /k/, voiced 
liquids /l,r/, the voiced labio-velar /w/ and all nasals except the palatal /m, n, ng/. 


Morphophonemic processes 

There is a regular process by which the suffixes undergo a change depending on the nature of the verb that they are attached to. 
Suffixes that begin with a voiceless stop, such as the non-past -ke , the imperative -tori or the hortative -ka, all undergo regular 
morphophonological processes. If they occur after a syllable with a final sound that is voiced they will also be voiced, if they 
occur after an unvoiced final sound, or an /r/ the start of the suffix will be unvoiced. The examples below are with the non-past - 
ke: 


ta-ge watch-NON.psT 
ten-ge show-NON.psi 
zap-ke dress.up-NON.psT 
mur-ke chew-NON.psi 

The only forms that cannot be predicted by this process is if the suffix is after /i/ or lei, both of which are high front vowels. The 
voicing cannot be predicted in this context, and the suffix is sometimes voiced and sometimes unvoiced. Below are examples of 
verbs with both /i/ and lei: 

pi-ge pull. OUt-NON. PST 
ei-ge die-NON.psT 
ee-ke tell-NON.psT 
kye-ke give.birth-NON.psi 

There is also a tendency for suffixes that begin with -k/ -g to omit the initial sound after a vowel. This is not as regular a process 
as the voicing alterations described above. Below are some examples of this process: 


Form 

Gloss 

Translation 

qa-i 

lSG=GEN 

'my' 

cfi-en 

gO-NON.PST 

'go' 


Word order 


Yolmo has the basic word order of Subject-Object-Verb. This is common in the Tibeto-Burman family. 

pa-ki to sa-sin 

1sg=erg rice.cooked eat-psT 
'I ate rice' (Gawne 2016: 69) 





N ouns/nominals 


The noun phrase in Yolmo includes either a noun or a pronoun. The noun phrase with a noun can also include a determiner, 
adjective and number marker, while the options are more limited with a pronoun or proper noun. Noun suffixes include case 
markers, plural marker and numeral classifiers. 

The order of the noun phrase is (Determiner) Noun=Plural(-Focus Marker)(=Case) (Numeral Classifier) (Number) 
(Adjective)J 20 ^ 

Determiners 

The Yolmo definite determiner is di the same as the third person inanimate pronoun 'it/this'. It occurs before the noun: 

dl peza 

det child 

The child’ (Hari 2010: 31) 

The indefinite is marked using the numeral tell 'one', which comes after the noun, like other numbers: 

ml tefi 

person one 

'A person' (Hari 2010: 91) 

Pronouns 

Yolmo pronouns are presented in the table below. There is an inclusive/exclusive distinction for first person plural pronouns, a 
gender distinction for third person singular and an animacy distinction for third person. 



Singular 

Plural 

First person 

r/a 

drai]/uu (inclusive) 

pi (exclusive) 

Second person 

khye 

khya 

Third Person 

kho (masc.) 

mo (fern.) 

di (inanimate) 

khurj 

dlya (inanimate) 

Reflexive 

rarj 



The first person plural draij is more commonly found in the Western dialects of Melamchi and Helambu Valley Yolmo, as well as 
Lamjung Yolmo, while uu is more common in the Eastern dialects. It is possible to create a dual form by adding pii to the plural 
form (e.g. khya pii 'you two'), although this is optional. 

The third person plural khui] can also be used as a polite form for a single third person. 

Pronouns do not take determiners, number, or adjectives. 

Interrogative pronouns 

Interrogative pronouns are used to form questions. Yolmo has the following attested interrogative pronouns: 

su ’who’ 

nam ’when' 

kala 'where' 

telpe, telle, tel mee 'why' 





tei 

kandi 


'what' 

'which one' 
sugi ’whose' 

sula 'whom' 

/canc/tv, kanmu 'how' 

Hari gives both ka and kala (ka with the dative suffix) as forms for ’where' in Melamchi Valley Yolmo, but only kala is attested in 
Lamjung Yolmo/ 25 ! There are also a number of forms for 'why', teipe and telle are attested in both Melamchi Valley Yolmo and 
Lamjung Yolmo, but only tei mee in Melamchi Valley Yolmo. This is because it uses the verb mee 'say' as part of the 

construction, which is not in Lamjung Yolmo (see the section on re ported speech , as well as the word list). The kanmu form of 

'how' is attested in Lamjung Yolmo, while kanciu is used in Melamchi Valley Yolmo, with an optional -mu suffix to make kanc(u- 
mu. Hari and Lama also note the form kanc[u-bar in the Western regions/ 41 ! 

Note that the words sugi and sula are complex forms, sugi is su 'who' with the genitive case suffix, and sula is su with the dative 

case suffix. 

For more on the structure of interrogative clauses, see the section on question formation. 


Proper nouns 

Proper nouns include people's names, place names and the names of deities. They do not take determiners, number, or adjectives. 


Plural 

The plural marker in Melamchi and Lamjung Yolmo is -yai The plural is treated as a clitic as it occurs after an adjective if there is 
one, rather than always attaching directly to the noun: 

kharjba teimbu tehimbu-ya 
house big big=PL 
'The big houses' (Hari 2010: 28) 

Plural marking is optional if an overt number is used with the noun, or if the number is clear from context: 

pempiza sum du 

women three cop.pe 

'There are three women' (Gawne 2016: 55) 

The plural form in Syuba is =kya/ 29 ! which is more similar to the Kyirong form/ 38 ! suggesting the Yolmo =ya is an innovation. 


Focus marker 

Yolmo has a nominal focus marker -ti. The focus marker gives prominence to the noun it is attached to. In the example below, the 
older brother is singled out, contrasted with other relatives who perhaps did not obtain such wealth: 

ada-di plma pedzen tehukpu kal-di op-sin du 

older.brother-Foc day every rich went-PFv come-psT aux.pe 

'The older brother became richer every day.' (Hari & Lama 2004: 271) 

Hari also notes for Melamchi Valley Yolmo that there is a focus marker -ka, which is used specifically to mark something as 
contrary to expectation. 

khapba tehimbu tehimbu-ya-ia-ga te-ku du 

house big big=pi_-i_oc-Foc reside-iPFv aux.pe 

'I realize that they are living in big houses.' (Hari 2010: 27) 

Nouns can also take the emphatic suffixes -ni and -rag, which are also used for other parts of speech (see section on lexical 
emphasis). 



Case marking 


Yolmo uses post -positiona l suffixes to mark the case of nouns. Similar to other Tibetic languages, Yolmo uses a single case form 
for multiple functions. Case marking is treated as a clitic, as clitics come at the end of the whole noun phrase, rather than directly 
attaching to only the noun. Below the cases are listed with their functions. 


Case marker 

Function 

=ki 

genitive, ergative, instrumental 

=la 

locative, allative, dative 

=le(gi) 

ablative 


The case markers are phonologically bound, with the -ki form becoming voiced in some environments, it is also reduced to =/ in 
some environments. See the section on morphophonemic processes for more on this. 

Where there is also a plural the case marker comes after the plural, as in the example below: 

tGamu-ya-gi korja teu that kyee du 
hen=PL=ERG egg ten num.clf lay cop.pe 
The hens laid ten eggs' (Hari 2010: 23) 

Ergative case 

Yolmo has optional e rgativ e case-marking. Ergative marking means that subjects of intransitive verbs are unmarked, the same as 
objects of transitive verbs. Subjects of transitive verbs are distinguistshed from both of these with the =ki marker (in contrast to 
nominative-accusative languages like English, where the subjects of both intransitive and transitive verbs are marked in contrast 
with objects of transitive verbs). 

Below is an intransitive sentence, with the subject i]d taking no marking: 

qa qusin 
Isg cry-psT 
'I cried' 

In contrast with this ergative-marked transitive, where the subject qa is marked with the ergative: 

qa-gi go up-s in 

1sg=erg yoghurt cover-psT 
'I covered the yoghurt' (Hari 2010: 39) 

Speakers do not always use the ergative case, which is why it is considered 'optional': 

qa to sa-ke 

Isg rice.cooked eat-NON.psi 
'I eat rice' (Gawne 2016: 69) 

Ergative marking is more common for past tense, and non-habitual actions. There also appears to be some effect of animacy, and 

the ergative appears to be used as a strategy in discourse to mark agentivity J 42 ^ This form of optional ergativity is common across 

the Tibeto-Burman family. 

Dative case 

Dative case is typically used to indicate, broadly, the noun to which something is given. The Yolmo dative has this function, but it 
also has a function in 'dative subject' constructions. The dative subject occurs with a small set of intransitive verbs, and denote 
personal, and usually internal, states. 

qa=la he ka-en 
lSG=DAT potatoes like-NON.PST 
'I like potatoes.' (Hari 2010: 42) 




The use of dative subjects is common in languages of this area, and is also attested more broadly. 


Number 

Yolmo has a base-20 counting system.^ As can be seen in the examples above, cardinal numbers can be used in noun phrases. 

The Yolmo number system is very similar to that of Standard Tibetan and other Tibetan varieties. In the table below is the Yolmo 
number, taken from Hari's dictionary. ® 


Yolmo 

English 


Yolmo 

English 


Yolmo 

English 

teii 

1 


khal ten teii 

21 


sipkha 

400 

fii 

2 


khal teii pii 

22 


papkya 

500 

sum 

3 


khal teii sum 

23 


tupkya 

600 

si 

4 


khal teii si 

24 


tingya 

700 

na 

5 


khal teii pa 

25 


kyekya 

800 

tuu 

6 


khal teii tuu 

26 


kupkya 

900 

tin 

7 


kal teii tin 

27 


topra 

1000 

kyee 

8 


khal teii kyee 

28 




ku 

9 


khal teii ku 

29 




t£U 

10 


khal teii teu 

30 




teuusi 

11 


khal pii 

40 




teipii 

12 


khal teu 

50 




teuusum 

13 


khal sum 

60 




teiipei 

14 


khal sum teu 

70 




teeepa 

15 


khal si 

80 




teiiru 

16 


khal si teu 

90 




teuptin 

17 


khal pa 

100 




teapkye 

18 


khal tin teu 

150 




teurku 

19 


khal teu 

200 




khal eii 

20 


khal teeepa 

300 





In Lamjung Yolmo, the base-20 system is only used by a small number of older speakers, with others using a base-10 system. For 
example, 'twenty' is pidzu, 'thirty' is sumclgu, 'forty' is £ipt£u, etc. Even then, once people reach 20 the usually switch to 
counting in NepaliJ 20 ^ 

Ordinal numbers are formed by addition of the suffix -pa, or alternatively with the suffix -pu for ordinals relating to people, in 
Melamchi Yolmo. Ordinals are typically only formed up to 20. 

Numeral classifiers 

Yolmo also has an optional numeral classifier thal. This is used to emphasise number. In the example in the section on case 
marking above, the speaker is emphasising that the hens laid a large number of eggs. 

Lamjung Yolmo also has the classifier menda which can only be used with humansJ 20 ^ 

Adjectives 

Adjectives occur within the noun phrase. Adjectives usually come after the noun so 'small child' would be piza t£hame (lit. ’child 
small’). Adjectives can also occur before the noun, especially in casual speechJ 20 Many adjectives are derived from verb forms, 
and often end with -pu, -po, -pa or -mu, but they do not act as verbs, as we see in languages like Magar and Manage J 44 ^ Hari also 




notes that there are some adjectives that appear to not have a known verbal origin.' 45 ' Adjectives can occur as the head of a noun 
phrase, but this is very uncommon. 


tehombo 

'big' 

rlgbu 

'long' 

marmu, marpu 

'red' 

karpu, karmu 

'white' 

dzlba 

'afraid' 

fombo 

'warm' 


It is possible to create a new adjective from a verb, using the -pa nominalising suffix. The verb stem is often reduplicated; rul- 'to 
rot' becomes riil riilba ’rotten’ and par]- 'to be wet’ becomes par] papba 'wet'.'- 20 -' 

Verbs 

There are three main types of verbs in Yolmo, lexical verbs, auxiliary verbs and copula verbs. The lexical verbs inflect for tense, 
aspect , mood and evidence and can take negation. The infinitive form of verbs takes the suffix -tee. The infinitive is used in a 
number of constmctions, including the habitual and complementation. 


Copula verbs 

The copula verbs and their functions are given in the table below. Copulas are not inflected for person, number or politeness level 
and many do not distinguish tense:' 5 ^ 7 ^ 



Egophoric 

Dubitative 

Perceptual 

General Fact 

Equation 

y'in/ymgen/yimba 

yin do 

du 

duba 


Existential 

ye/yeba 

yeken/yeba (past tense) 

ye to 

bqgen/dgge 


Equation copulas are used to link two noun phrases, while existential copulas are used for functions of existence, location, 
attribution and possession.' 7 ^ Hari describes the forms that end in -pa (voiced in this environment so they become -ba) as more 
emphatic, unlike lexical verbs with a -pa suffix they do not indicate past tense , and are not used exclusively in question 
structures.' 5 -' 

Some copula verbs can also be used as verbal auxiliaries, particularly in constructions marked for aspect, where they contribute 
evidential, tense or epistemic information. The negative forms of each copula are given in the section on neg ation . 

Below the different evidential and epistemic functions of each copula type are discussed. 

Egophoric 

The egophoric, or personal,' 46 -' is used to indicate that the speaker has personal knowledge about the information. In the example 
below, the speaker would not be reading the name of the book, but already know the name as they show it to someone else: 

do tehee-gi min gyaldzen tsemu puggyen ma-e y'lmba 
that book=GEN name gyaldzen tsemu puqgyen say-NON.psi cop.ego 
’This book is called ’Gyaldzen Tsemu Punggyen.' (Hari 2010: 66) 

Unlike in Standard Tibetan,' 47 ^ the speaker does not need to be personally close to an individual to use the egophoric while 
talking about them. 

Different varieties of Yolmo prefer different forms of the egophoric as the default; In Helambu they prefer yin, in Lamjung yimba 
and Ilam ylrjge. yeken is past tense forms of the existential (yeke in Lamjung), with the form yeba also often used in past tense 
structures, as well as questions. The past form cannot be further decomposed, as the form -ken/-ke is the non-past tense suffix for 
lexical verbs. 






There are some structures where the egophoric is used as the default, such as conditionals. 


Dubitative 

Unlike the other copulas, which mark evidential distinctions, the dubitative copulas are epistemic forms used for reduced 
certainty. They are related to the - £o dubitative suffixes for lexical verbs. In the example below, the speaker does not have any 
direct evidence that Rijan is in the house, but thinks that is where he might be: 

ridzan khim-la ye £o 

Rijan house=DAT cop.dub 

'Rijan is probably in the house.' (Gawne 2016: 88) 

Perceptual 

The perceptual, or sensory, evidential is used to mark information acquired through direct sensory evidence, either through sight, 
one of the other senses, or internal state (such as feeling an ache). 

dela £haa du 

here blood cop.pe 

'I see there is some blood here.' (Hari 2010: 60) 

Hari calls the perceptual forms mirative, as indicating knowledge through sense often occurs for information recently acquired. 
Only the duba form, with the emphatic suffix -pa, appears to indicate some amount of surprise or counter-expectation. 

General fact 

The general fact form is used for uncontroversial and universally known facts. This verb is used in functions of existence, 
location, attribution and possession, and is not used in equational structures. 

pi yul-gi he elmbu dqgen 

2pl.ex village=GEN potato tasty cop.dub 

'The potatoes of our village are tasty.' (Hari 2010: 52) 

The form is dqgen in Melamchi Valley Yolmo and oijge in Lamjung Yolmo, demonstrating a link with the non-past tense suffix. 
The verb itself is from the lexical verb dg- 'come'. It cannot be used for facts about the past. This copula is not attested in 
Standard Tibetan or any other Tibetic language outside of Yolmo. 


Lexical verb stems 

The Melamchi Valley variety of Yolmo exhibit verb stem alterations in the context of some verb structures. 

Verb stems with short front vowels have their vowels lengthened (e.g. /i/Wii/), short back vowels are fronted and lengthened 
(e.g. /o/ and /a I -> /ee/, /u/ -> /i/). These changes occur mostly with perfec tive structures and imp eratives . Below are some examples 
of this alternation using the verb ma- 'say': 

qa ma-ke 

lSG Say-NON.PST 

'I say' (Hari 2010: 35) 
qa mee-di ye 

lSG Say-PFV AUX.EGO 

'I have said' (Hari 2010: 35) 

mee-doq 

say-iMP 

'say it!' (Hari 2010: 35) 



When these structures are negated, the negative prefix is lengthened rather than the verb stem, which maintains the vowel change 
(this does not occur in the imperative). 

qa maa-me ye 

Isg Say-PFV AUX.EGO 

'I have not said' (Hari 2010: 35) 

These alterations do not occur in Lamjung Yolmo' 20 ! or Syuba.' 7 ! 


Auxiliary verbs 

There is a small set of auxiliary verbs in Yolmo. The auxiliary te- is the same as the lexical verb te- 'sit' and is used to add 
imperfective aspect:'- 5 -' 

mb sa te-ku du 
she eat aux-ipvf aux.pe 
'she is eating' 

A subset of the copulas can also be used as verbal auxiliaries; yin, ye, yeken and du. These contribute evidential information and 
for ye/yeken also some tense information. As you can see in the example above the du copula is being used as an auxiliary, so 
they can co-occur with the other auxiliaries. 


Tense 

Yolmo has a major tense distinction between past and non-past. These are marked with suffixes on the lexical verb, -sin is the 
past tense marker and -ke or -ken is the non-past marker.' 5 ! 

Past tense 

The past tense form is -sin. 

qa-gi go up-sin. 

1sg=erg yoghurt cover-psT 

The past tense form -sin can also occur with the perceptual evidential du in an auxiliary position. This is not possible with the 
non-past tense suffix, nor can any other copula be used as an auxiliary with the past tense suffix. Hari suggests this structure is 
inferential, in that the speaker did not have to witness the event,' 5 ! Gawne describes it as 'narrative past'.' 20 ! 

tGhu-kula tshur gyur-sin du 

water channel this.side change-psT aux.pe 

’I see, the water channel has changed course to this side.' (Hari 2010: 45) 

Melamchi Valley Yolmo also has a past tense form -kyo that Hari refers to as the 'main-point past/ telling past’,' 5 ! thj s f orm i s no t 
found in Lamjung Yolmo. 

There is also the form -pa, which Hari says is always used in question structures. In Lamjung Yolmo there are some examples 
where it is used in declaratives rather than questions, with a past-tense meaning. 

qa tGham-pa 
Isg dance-psT 
’I danced.' (Gawne 2016: 107) 

Non-past tense 

The non-past tense is used for both present and future constructions. Hari gives the forms -ke and -ken for Melamchi Valley 
Yolmo, but only -ke is attested in Lamjung Yolmo. 


qa=la he 


ka-en 



lSG=DAT potatoes like-NON.PST 
'I like potatoes.' (Hari 2010: 42) 

Hari refers to this form as the 'intentional present’ but it can also be used in future constructions: 

dl kyee-di pi-ti peza ei cfd-en 

this be.born-PERF 2pl-emph child four go-NON.psT 

'After this one is born we will have four children.' (Hari 2010: 53) 

Aspect 

There are a number of verb suffixes that are used to mark aspect, these broadly fall into categories of imperfective and perfective, 
as well as habitual. When an aspect form is used, a copula verb is also used. 

Imperfective 

The imperfective is used for events that are ongoing or not complete. The -ku suffix is attested in both Melamchi Valley and 
Lamjung Yolmo. It can only be used with the du copula verb. 

tlrirj khawa la thorj-gu du 

today snow mountains be.seen-iMPF aux.pe 

'Today the snow mountains can be seen.' (Hari 2010: 43) 

The imperfective form -terai] can be used with either the du or ye copula verb. In Lumjung Yolmo some speakers pronounce it as 
-tirai]} 20 ^ Hari refers to the -terai] construction as the 'perfect continuous aspect', because it can be used to refer to something that 
was ongoing until a particular point, as per this first example: 

tan da samma-ni cfibu ter-terag ye 

now until-Foc money give-iMPF aux.ego 

'Up to now he has been giving money.' (Hari & Lama 2004: 278) 

Gawne describes it as an imperfective, as it does not appear to have this perfect aspect function in Lamjung Yolmo, as per this 
example: 

mo kolela te-terarj du 

3SG.F SlOWly Sit-IMPF aux.pe 

’She is slowly sitting down.' (Gawne 2016: 109) 

The auxiliary verb te can also be used to mark an imperfective construction. Neither -ku nor -terai] are used if the negative prefix 
is on the main verb. The auxiliary verb can be used in negative constructions, and takes the negative prefix, rather than the main 
verb. In the example below, the -terai] imperfective is used as the negative prefix is on the auxiliary: 

rja len-dirat] ma-te ye 

lSG Sing-IMPF NEG.PST-AUX AUX.EGO 

'I was not singing.' (Gawne 2016: 111) 

Perfective 

The perfective aspec t suffix is used for events that can be described as whole, without reference to the duration like the 
imperfective. The perfective form in Yolmo is -ti. 

merjgarj-la-ni thoola teham t£hfmbu kap-ti ye 

cooking.shed-Loc-Foc above board large cover-PFv aux.ego 

'The cooking shed was covered with large boards.' (Hari & Lama 2004: 270) 

Multiple verbs with perfective aspect can be used together to create a clause chaining structure. It is distinct from the nominal 
focus suffix -ti. 



Habitual 


Habitual aspect marks that an event is usual, customary or frequent. There is no specific habitual aspect suffix for Yolmo. 
Speakers will either use a verb with an infinitive, or with no suffix. 

ija p'tma {ar/marar/ khura sa ye 
Isg day every bread eat aux.ego 

'I eat bread every day.' (Gawne 2016: 112) 

Mood 

Mood is marked in Yolmo with a set of verb suffixes. The main mood suffixes are given in the table below 


Particle 

Function 

-fop 

Imperative 

-ka or -teo/teu 

Hortative 

-pi 

Optative 

-to 

Dubitative 


Imperative 

The polite imperative suffix is -top (voiced as -dop after voiced codas and some vowels). An overt subject is not used, and the 
same imperative form is used regardless of person or number: 

mee-dorj! 

speak-iMP 

'Speak!' (Hari 2010: 46) 

The less polite form of the imperative consists of an unmarked verb stem: 

mee! 

speak.iMP 

'Speak!' (Hari 2010: 46) 

There are also a small number of irregular imperatives that are formed without the imperative suffix, particularly so 'eat!', from 
sa- 'eat'. 


If there is an honorific form of the verb it can be used, unmarked, as the most polite form of the imperative: 

£e 

eat. hon 

’Please eat' (Hari 2010: 113) 

The negative form of the imperative (the prohibitive) uses the ma- form of the negat or prefix with the verb stem. The imperative 
suffix is not included. 

ma-ma! 

NEG-speak 

'Don’t speak!' (Hari 2010: 46) 

Hortative 

Gawne notes two verbal suffix forms for the hortative in Lamjung Yolmo, a -ka and a -t£o. 

The -ka form is used with all persons except first person singular. 




Ipl.incl eat-HORT 

‘Let's eat!’ (Gawne 2016: 114) 


The suffix remains in negated horatitves: 

pi ma-teham-ka 

Ipl.excl NEG-dance-HORT 

‘Let’s not dance!' (Gawne 2016: 114) 

The -t£o form is used with first person singular, as well as with other persons. It also remains in negative constructions. 

r) a khim-ki le pe-teo 

Ipl.excl house=GEN work do-HORT 

‘Let me do the house work!' (Gawne 2016: 114) 

-t£o appears to be less strong, and tends to be used more frequently. Hari gives the form as -t£o (she also calls it an optative, but 
it appears to be a hortative) 

tirirj kho dela-rarj te-teo 

today 3sg.m here-EMPH sit-HORT 

‘Let him stay here today.' (Hari & Lama 2004: 174) 

Optative 

Hari does not list an optative suffix.^ Gawne gives the optative -pi in Lamjung YolmoJ 20 ' 
pa pal-pi te-ku du 

lSG Sleep=OPT AUX-IPFV AUX.PE 

‘I want to sleep.’ (Gawne 2016: 115) 

Hari & Lama (2004: 146) list pi- as a verb that expresses a 'strong wish’, clearly linking to the Lamjung Yolmo optative form. 

Dubitative 

Hari describes the dubitative as 'probable future’,^ indicating the sense of decreased certainty that the dubitative mood marks. 
The forms - £o, -c[o and -ro are found in Melamchi Valley Yolmo as part of the morphophonemic voicing process, but the -ro 
form is not found in Lamjung Yolmo 

khup-gi sen sa-ro 

3pl-erg corn. mash eat-DUB 

'they will probably eat corn mash' (Hari & Lama 2004: 237) 

This verb suffix is related to the dubitative form of the copula. 


Negation 

Negation is marked on lexical verbs by prefix . There are two prefix forms, me- is for negation in non-past tense (present and 
future), while ma- is used for past tense, as well as negation of imperatives ( ma-tap! 'don't fall'!). 

pa me-tap 

lSG NEG.NON.PST-fill 

'I do not/will not fall.' (Hari 2010: 132) 
pa ma-tap 

lSG NEG.PST-fill 

'I did not fall.' (Hari 2010: 132) 



The negated forms of copulas are slightly irregular. They are listed in the table below in brackets underneath the regular forms: 



Egophoric 

Dubitative 

Perceptual 

General Fact 

Equation 

yin/yingen/yimba 

(mln/mlngen/mlmba) 

y'mc[o 

(mlnclo) 



Existential 

ye/yeba 

(me/meba) 

yeken/yeba (past 

tense) 

(meke/meba) (past 

tense) 

ye to 

(me to) 

du 

(m'mdu) 

duba 

(mlnduba) 

6 rjge 

(meorjge) 


Verb paradigm 

Below are verb paradigms for two verbs, the first is the intransitive verb i]u 'cry' and the second is the transitive verb sa 'eat'. Both 
are given mostly with third person subject, although this is not particularly important as subject person does not affect the form of 
the verb. For both verbs you can see the change in verb stem. For dialect specific variation, click on the link back to each specific 
form. 


Form 

Syuba 

English 


Syuba 

English 

Infinitive 

gu-dze 

'to cry' 


sa-tee 

'to eat' 

Simple non-past 

kho gu-en 

'he cries' 


khoi to sa-en 

'he eats rice' 

Simple past 

kho gu-sin 

'he cried' 


khoi to sa-sin 

'he ate rice' 

Tellingypast 

kho gu-gyo 

'he cried' 


khoi to sa-gyo 

'he ate rice' 

Past/question form 

kho g'li-ba 

'did he cry?7’he cried' 


khoi to see-ba 

'did he eat rice?'/'he ate rice' 

Imperfective 

kho gu-gu du 

'he is crying' 


khoi to sa-gu du 

'he is eating rice 

Imperfective 

kho g'/i-derag ye 

'he is crying' 


khoi to see-derag ye 

'he is eating rice 

Imperfective (Aux) 

kho rfii te-ku du 

'he is crying' 


khoi to see te-ku du 

'he is eating rice 

Perfective 

kho g'/i-derag ye 

'he has cried' 


khoi to see-di ye 

'he has eaten rice' 

Habitual 

kho gu ye 

'he cries (every day)' 


khoi to sa ye 

'he eats rice (every day)' 

Imperative 

gii 

'cry!' 


to so 

'eat the rice!' 

Hortative 

gu-ka / gu-teo 

'let's cry!' 


sa-ka / sa-teo 

'let's eat!' 

Optative 

gu-pi 

'1 want to cry' 


sa-pi 

'1 want to eat' 

Dubitative 

kho gu- to 

'he is probably crying' 


khoi to sa-ro 

'he is probably eating rice' 

Negative, non-past 

kho ma-gl 

'he is not crying' 


khoi to me-sa 

'he is not eating rice' 

Negative, past 

kho ma-g1 

'he did not cry' 


khoi to ma-see 

'he did not eat rice' 


Clause structure 


This section outlines some of the main features of the structure of clauses in Yolmo. 


Nominalisation 

Nominalisation is the process by which words undergo a change that allows them to act as nouns. While nominalisation is 
common process, it is particularly pervasive in Bodic languages, where it can be used for a variety of functions, including the 
formation of complement clauses and relative clauses, f 48 ! The common Bodic nominaliser -pa '- 49 -' productively functions in 
Yolmo as a suffix that can mark past ten se, question structures or emphasis. There are other nominalising forms in Yolmo. 






Hari describes a number of nominalisers in Melamchi Valley Yolmo. The first is the nominalising suffix - ka: 

dl saudzi kar-ka yaabu ter-ku du 

this shopkeeper weight-NMLz good give-iPFv aux.pe 
This shop keeper gives good weight.’ (Hari 2010: 30) 

A number of other nominalising suffixes that attach to verbs have more specific functions: 


Suffix 

Function 

-naq 

appearance of state or action 

-taq 

displaying a forceful show 

-luq 

have time for an activity 

-lu 

way of doing something 


In Lamjung Yolmo the most productive nominaliser is - kandi J 2 °l None of the others described above have been attested. This 
form is not attested in Hari's description of Melamchi Valley Yolmo, but is probably related to the -ka form described above. 

qa-ki filbu yuq-kandi the-ku du 

1sg=erg bell ring-NMLz hear-iPFv aux.pe 

‘I hear the ringing of bells.' (Gawne 2016: 132) 

There is also a locative nominaliser -sa, which creates a noun that denotes location: 

qa dzara sa-sa-la c[6-en 

Isg snack eat-NMLz.Loc=i_oc go-NON.psT 

‘I want to go to the snack place.' (Hari 2010: 33) 

Adverbials 

An adverbial structure modifies the verb in some way. 

Temporal adverbial subordination 

Temporal adverbs can create subordinated clauses. 

sa-kandi tdqla qa lakpa f hu-ke 

eat-NMLz before Isg hand wash-NON.psT 

‘I wash my hands before eating.' (Gawne 2016: 130) 

Below is the list of temporal adverbs observed in Yolmo to date, some are independent words, and others are verbal suffixes: 


Adverb 

Translation 

Additional information 

nam 

'when' 


garila 

'at the time' 

Nepali loanword 

belala 

'at the time' 

Nepali loanword 

-kamu 

'at the time' 

only attested in Lamjung Yolmo 

tdqla 

'before' 


tiqla 

'after' 


-tile 

'after' 


-timaraq 

'after' 


yindzu 

'since' 

only attested in Melamchi Valley Yolmo 


Manner adverbs 





Manner adverbs create a subordinated clause that expresses the manner of an action. The manner adverb is leemu (limu in 
Lamjung). 

khup tabu Ifmu gyubu teop-ku du 
3pl house like fast run-NMLz aux.pe 

‘He runs fast like a horse.’ (Gawne 2016: 129) 

The forms tile and denmu are also found in Lamjung Yolmo/ 20 ] but not yet attested in other varieties. 


Conditional 

Conditional constructions are formed through the use of the suffix -na on the verb in the protasis clause (the 'if' clause). Speakers 
will either use the -na suffix directly on the verb, or leave the verb unmarked at attach the -na suffix to the verb meaning ‘say’ 
(mee in Melamchi Valley Yolmo, lap in Lamjung Yolmo). 

nam ma-kyap lap-na pa phfla c[o-ke 

rain NEG.psT-fall say-coND Isg outside go-NON.psi 
‘If it doesn't rain I will go outside.’ (Gawne 2016: 130) 

Complementation 

A complement clause is a clause that functions as an argument of another clause. In Yolmo the embedded complement clause 
takes the infinitive suffix -tee. 

pi-la ylgi pru-tee pemba sal-top 

1pl.excl=dat letter write-iNF remember-iMP 

‘Remember to write us a letter!' (Gawne 2016: 134) 

The optative mood suffix -pi in Yolmo can also be said to be acting as a complementiser. 


Relativisation 

A relative clause is depended on a main clause. Different relativising strategies are used in the two described varieties of Yolmo. 
In Melamchi Valley Yolmo the non-past tense form -ken(-gi) is used for non-past constructions, and the past tense form -kyo(-gi) 
is used for past tense constructions (for each the -gi is optional). Similarly, in Lamjung Yolmo, -ke-ki can be used for non-past 
relativised clauses and -pa-ki for past relativised clauses. This difference reflects the fact that the past tense form -kyo is not found 
in Lamjung Yolmo. 

oze bele azi-gi gdo thoo-la teap-gyo-gi laawor phok tap-sin du 16 

that time sister=GEN head above=i_oc hang-REL mill.stone intensifier send-psT aux.pe rs 

'At that moment (the monster) swiftly loosened the mill stone which was hanging just above the head of the 
elder sister.' (Hari 2010: 76) 


khya-ki pru-pru-pa-ki ylgi 

2pl=gen write-write-REL letter 

'The letter that you wrote.' (Gawne 2016: 134) 

In Lamjung Yolmo, the nominaliser -kandi can be used to make a relative clause: 

khim sapma pe-kandi mi na-sin du 

house clean do=NMLz person ill-psT aux.pe 

The person who cleans the house is ill.' (Gawne 2016: 135) 


Clause chaining 



The perfective suffix -ti is used to chain clauses together. Multiple verbs with this suffix can be stacked to create a complex series 
of events. 

tsadzuqma teii og-ti £uu-ti kher-sin 

bird one come-PFTv pick.up-PFTv carry.away-psT 

'A bird came, picked up (a fish) and took (it) away.' (Gawne 2016: 136) 

Question formation 

Word order does not change to form questions in Yolmo. Rising intonation at the end of the utterance can indicate it is a question. 
A set of interrogative pronouns are used for open content questions. 

The -pa suffix, which was introduced in the section on past tense is used in question structures. 

khe to sa-pa 

2sc rice.cooked eat-Q 

‘Did you eat cooked rice?' (Gawne 2016: 139) 

The reply would be with the regular past tense, and not the -pa suffix: 

qa to sa-sin 

Isg rice.cooked eat-psT 

‘I ate rice.’ (Gawne 2016: 139) 

The copula form used in a question matches the form the question-asked anticipates the question-answerer will use in their 
answer. That is, if they anticipate the answer will use the perceptual evidential du, this is the form they will use in asking the 
question. 

Reported speech 

Yolmo has two strategies for reporting speech, the first is using the lexical verb md or lap 'say', the second is using the clause 
final evidential particle loP 1 ^ 

Lexical verb 

In Melamchi Valley Yolmo the main lexical verb of saying is ma, in Lamjung Yolmo it is lap. Hari and Lama note that lap is 
found in Melamchi Valley Yolmo, but in restricted use.® If the speaker, and the person the speech is directed at are overtly 
marked, these usually proceed the reported content (although they are frequently not overt in natural speech). The 'say' verb 
prototypically occurs after the reported content, although if the reported content is quite long the verb may occasionally come 
before itJ 51 ^ 


kho-ni m'qdzi eoq-gen-gi peza-rag mlmba ama-gi ml pd-la ma-en 
3sg-foc love feel child-EMPH cop.neg.emph mother-ERG people near-DAT say-NON.psT 

'Mother says to people nearby, "He is not a lovable child!"' (Hari & Lama 2004: 383) 

The lexical verb 'say' is also used in a number of other constructions, including conditionals. 

Reported speech evidential 

The reported speech particle also indicates that the speaker is reporting a prior utterance, but has a different focus. The reported 
speech particle does not account for who the speaker way, but instead primarily serves to focus on the fact the information is 
reported, and not directly witnessed by the speaker. In the example below from Syuba, it is not made explicit if the report comes 
from Maila, or another person. The reported speech evidential occurs frequently in narratives. 

tfriq Maila tom phre-si 16 

today Maila bear meet-psT rs 

Today Maila met a bear.' (Hohlig 1978: 22)I 52 ! 



This is part of the wider evidential system of Yolmo, which is also found in the copula verbs above. 


Lexical emphasis 

There are two emphatic suffixes that can be used with a number of word classes. This is in contrast to the emphatic form -ti, 
which is only used with nouns. The first is -ni, and the second is -rai], which Hari & Lama note is a frequently used emphatic 
marker in informal speech.^ The distinction between all of these forms is unclear, although Hari refers to the -ni form as used for 
'moderate focus', ^ so it is perhaps less emphatic for nouns than the -ti suffix. 

Clause final particles 

Yolmo has a series of sentence final particle s that can be used to achieve a range of effects. The table below gives some of the 
particles in Yolmo and a brief description of their function. 


Particle 

Function 

16 

reported speech 

na 

emphasis/insistence 

yarj 

emphasis/focus 

laa 

polite 

le 

pleading 

Id 

friendly/encouraging 

do 

invoking/encouraging 


The reported speech marker 16 is an evidential form, as it indicates the source of the information as someone else. This structure 
is described in the section on reported s peech . 

Honorifics 

Yolmo has a subset of honorific vocabulary which is used when talking to, or about, people of higher social status, particularly 
Buddhist Lamas. Honorific lexicon includes nouns, verbs and adjectives. The table below gives some examples, including the 
regular word, the honorific form, and the English translation.^ 


Regular form 

Honorific form 

English 

ter 

nap 

'give' 

pi Ido 

zlm 

'sleep' 

sa 

ee 

'eat' 

aba 

yap 

'father' 

ama 

yum 

'mother' 

karjba 

zap 

'foot/leg' 

goo 

u 

'head' 

eimbu 

peebu 

'tasty' 


The use of honorifics in Syuba and Lamjung Yolmo is not as common, although some speakers still recognise and use these 
formsJ 7 ! 

100 word Swadesh list 

Below is a 100 word Swadesh list in Yolmo. The Yolmo forms are taken from Hari and Lama/ 8 ^ who note some variation 
between the Eastern (E) and Western (W) varieties in the Melamchi and Helambu Valley area. Where the form is different in 
other varieties this is indicated in the right-hand column of the table. This variation shows that the Lamjung variety and Syuba 
have more in common with each other lexically than they do with the Melamchi Valley variety. 







Swadesh 

item 

English 

Yolmo 

Variation 

l. 

1 

r/a 


2. 

thou 

khya 


3. 

we 

P 


4. 

this 

dl 


5. 

that 

do 

oodi in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

6. 

who? 

su 


7. 

what? 

t£l 


8. 

not 

me-, m'l- 


9. 

all 

thamdzi 

dzamma in Lamjung Yolmo, f h amdze in Syuba 

10. 

many 

mapbu 


11. 

one 

teii 


12. 

two 

r/yii 


13. 

a 

tehimbu, tehombo 

only t£ h ombo reported in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

14. 

long 

rlpbu 


15. 

small 

teheemu 

teeemi in Lamjung YOlmo 

16. 

woman 

plihmi 

pempiza in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

17. 

man 

khyowa 

l^yopiza in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

18. 

person 

mi 


19. 

fish 

pa 


20. 

bird 

tea-telwa 

teadzupma in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

21. 

dog 

kyibu, khyi 

khi in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

22. 

louse 

kieikpa, kytei 

£i in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

23. 

tree 

tdrjbo, turjbu 

only topbo reported in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

24. 

seed 

sen 


25. 

leaf 

lapti, Idma 


26. 

root 

tsarkyi, tsarpyi, tsarnpe 


27. 

bark 

pako, phlko, koldap 

phaba in Lamjung Yolmo 

28. 

skin 

paaba (E), pako (W) 

gooba in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

29. 

lesh 

ea 


30. 

blood 

phaa 


31. 

bone 

reko, rliba (E) 

roko in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

32. 

grease 

khyakpa tehaa 


33. 

egg 

teamu korja 


34. 

horn 

rowa 

ruwa in Syuba 

35. 

tail 

pama, pema 

pamap in Lamjung Yolmo 

36. 

feather 

td (E), poo (W) 

£okpa in Lamjung Yolmo 

37. 

hair 

ta 


38. 

head 

goo 


39. 

ear 

namdzo 


40. 

eye 

mii 


41. 

nose 

naasum (E), narko (W) 

only naasum reported in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 



42. 

mouth 

kha 


43. 

tooth 

so 


44. 

tongue 

teele 

t£e in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

45. 

fingernail 

semu 


46. 

foot 

karjba 


47. 

knee 

kapba-tshll 

tshiipgor in Lamjung Yolmo, pimu in Syuba 

48. 

hand 

lakpa 


49. 

belly 

tepa 


50. 

neck 

dzlpba 


51. 

breast 

dma 


52. 

heart 

nip 


53. 

liver 

telmba 


54. 

drink 

thup- 


55. 

eat 

sa- 


56. 

bite 

kap-, aa tap- 


57. 

see 

ta, thop- 


58. 

hear 

thee-, p'm- 

thee-, pen in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

59. 

know 

eee- 


60. 

sleep 

pl loo- 

pal- in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

61. 

die 

£1- 


62. 

kill 

se- 


63. 

swim 

t£al kyap- 


64. 

fly 

ur- 


65. 

walk 

cld- 


66. 

come 

dp- 


67. 

lie 

pal- 


68. 

sit 

te- 


69. 

stand 

lap-di te- 


70. 

give 

ter- 


71. 

say 

ma-, lap- 

only lap- in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

72. 

sun 

p'lma 


73. 

moon 

dawa, dayum 

dagarmu in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

74. 

star 

karma 


75. 

water 

t£hu 


76. 

rain 

nam kyap- 


77. 

stone 

td 


78. 

sand 

pema 


79. 

earth 

sasa, thasa, saza, sapt£i 

sebl in Syuba 

80. 

cloud 

mukpa 


81. 

smoke 

f/pa, tepa 

only tlpa reported in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

82. 

fire 

me 


83. 

ash 

thala 


84. 

burn 

tli-, bar-, tshii- 


85. 

path 

lam 





86. 

mountain 

karj 


87. 

red 

marmu, marpu 


88. 

green 

pdmbo, pumbu 


89. 

yellow 

serpu 


90. 

white 

karpu, karmu 


91. 

black 

nakpu 


92. 

night 

kupmu 


93. 

hot 

fomo 

fombo in Lamjung Yolmo and Syuba 

94. 

cold 

fapmu 


95. 

full 

kaq 


96. 

new 

samba 


97. 

good 

yaabu 


98. 

round 

kormu (circular), rhilmu 
(spherical) 


99. 

dry 

kambu 


100. 

name 

min 

Unlike almost all other Tibetic languages, this word is min 
and not mip 


See also 


■ Kyirong-Kaga t e languages 

■ Ky irong lang u age 

■ Kagate language 

■ Tibetic languages 


External resources 


■ Open access digital collection of Anna Marie Hari's cassette recordings of Melamchi Valley Yolmo (http://catalog.p 
aradisec.org.au/collections/AHl) from the 1970s and 1980s at PARADISEC. 

■ Digital collection of Lauren Gawne's documentation of Lamjung Yolmo (http://catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/ 
LG1) (2009-2016) at PARADISEC (partly open access) 

■ Three open access collections of Syuba, a dialect closely related to Yolmo, MH1 (http://catalog.paradisec.org.aU/c 
ollections/MHl) digitised from 1970s recordings, SUY1 (http://catalog.paradis ec.org.au/collections/SUYl) 
documentation by Lauren Gawne (2009-2016), MTC1 a 2013 BOLD documentation by the Mother Tongue Centre 
Nepal. 
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